The writer presents a definition of group work, its advantages and disadvantages, some activities for using group work and some grouping techniques created or adapted by the writer to illustrate the topic.
Definition of group work
It is important to start by defining what group work is. According to Brown, (2001) it [ group work] is a generic term covering a multiplicity of techniques in which two or more students are assigned a task that involves collaboration and self initiated language. It implies small group work, that is, students in groups of perhaps six or fewer (p.177).
Three important aspects should be highlighted in this definition. The first one is collaboration, in other words, cooperation. Students have to work together for the completion of the task. All the members of the group are like the pieces of a machine, if one does not work well, a malfunction may occur. Obviously, for lazy or irresponsible students, this is not a problem because the other members will take over and will make the machine work somehow. But real cooperation in group work occurs when everyone is aware of his/her responsibility and role and commits himself/herself to accomplish it in the best way possible. Kagan (1994) Of course, all the members work together, discuss, come out with new ideas, change certain things, but if one does not comply with his/her role, the work is paralyzed. Also, roles are changed within the group every time a new task is assigned; in this way, everybody will have a different responsibility each time a new group work is assigned. This is what Kagan (1994) 
calls interdependency: "the success of every team member depends on the success of each member (if one fails, all do), then a very strong form of positive interdependence is created and team members are very motivated to make sure each student does well" (p. 7).
At first, roles can be assigned by the teacher, but later on, as students get better trained on successful group work, they can be responsible for assigning roles themselves.
The second and third aspects in Brown's definition are very related. Self initiated language refers to students using what they know and have learned in class to communicate with others in the classroom. In order to do this, the groups have to be small, as Brown previously suggests six students or fewer. In very big groups, shy or passive students tend to fall in silence and let the most talkative ones do the talking. Nunan (1999) Revista Electrónica "Actualidades Investigativas en Educación" one of the classroom variables that has had a marked effect on student participation in oral activities has been group size. Students who remain silent in groups of ten or more will contribute actively to discussions when the size of the group is reduced to five or three. (p. 157).
Advantages of group work
Once group work has been defined, it is important to analyze why EFL teachers use group work. I personally consider that group work is not just a time-filler, or a thoughtless activity that teachers sometimes use for checking pending papers or extra assignments.
Group work should not be used as class time for teachers to read, to rest, to prepare other classes, or just to imitate other teachers that are using group work without really understanding what that is and entails. The real purpose of working in groups in an EFL class goes beyond the actual command: "Get in a group, please, and answer the following questions," which, in most of the cases, turns out to be individual work. Brown (2001) and Harmer (2003) pinpoint the following principles in which group work is grounded:
Students' processing language moves from units and pieces to more complex sentence structures faster and spontaneously. "Overanalyzing language, thinking much about its forms, and consciously lingering on rules of language all tend to impede this graduation to automaticity" (Brown, 2001, p.56) . The key element here is fluency over accuracy Group work gives students more chance to interact and use the target language more freely. Instead of just having a few seconds to talk in teacher-fronted classes, students can participate longer in a small group and feel more confident to give their opinions and even make mistakes when just three or four classmates are looking at them. Brown (2001) Language learning is much more meaningful. Instead of memorizing and/or drilling, students use language to talk about something that is appealing, contextualized and relevant to them. "Meaningful learning will lead toward better long-term retention than rote learning" (Brown, 2001, p.57) . Revista Electrónica "Actualidades Investigativas en Educación" Group work creates a positive atmosphere in the sense that some students will not feel vulnerable to public display that may cause rejection or criticism. It is totally true that shy or low risk-taker students feel much more confident working in small groups than in teacher-fronted classes. It is difficult to hide in small groups.
Learner's responsibility and autonomy are encouraged through group work. "The small group becomes a community of learners cooperating with each other in pursuit of common goals" (Brown, 2001, p. 178) . Students are not constantly relying on the teacher to complete their tasks. They learn that they can complete an activity successfully with the help of other classmates or by themselves.
Group work supports and reinforces the application of the multiple intelligences theory in which learners make use of their individual abilities to accomplish a task. In this way, learners can participate by doing what they like or are very good at, for example, drawing, writing, reporting, among others.
By using group work the teacher has the opportunity to teach turn-taking mechanisms.
As Kramsch (1992) suggests teaching students how to take turns, as easy as this might seem, requires teaching a number of skills that are not automatically transferred from the mother tongue such as to tolerate silences, to direct gaze to addressees, to make use of floor-taking gambits, and to take longer turns (p. 22).
Disadvantages of group work
As everything in teaching, group work has also disadvantages that are important to explore. The first drawback relates to noise. Obviously, students speak all at once trying to accomplish their task, and this causes noise that may bother other colleagues. But as Doff (1991) states "the noise created by group work is usually "good" noise since students are using English and are engaged in a learning task" (p. 141). What a teacher can do to solve the "noise problem" is to make students aware that they do not need to shout to be heard and this will help to keep noise a at moderate level.
Another negative aspect of group work is the fact that some teachers may lose control of the class or have difficulties controlling the class, especially what concerns to discipline.
However, even if students are working in small groups and are in charge of the completion of a task, the teacher is still the director and manager of the class and needs to make students aware of this. Doff (1991) The use of native language and lack of correction of mistakes represent another dislikable feature of group work. This is true even in teacher-fronted classes. Students make use of any opportunity to switch to their native language. To avoid this, Brown (2001) suggests "to encourage students to practice using the target language in face-to-face contexts and to make them aware of the importance of some real uses for English in their own lives" (p.180). When working in groups, students are surely going to make mistakes.
But as Brown points out (2001) 
Group work activities
Penny Ur in her book Discussions that Work presents a very good list of group activities that language teachers can incorporate in their classes. In this section the reader will find a list taken from Ur with some other activities practiced by myself. The list includes activities Obviously, the selection of these activities will highly depend on the topic being studied, the level of the students, the dynamic of the group and the class time. It is also important to remember that choosing one of the activities above entails a great deal of work for the teacher since s/he needs to find an appealing content, to make a good connection between the content of the activity and the topic of the unit, to write clear instructions, to think about useful expressions for students to carry out the task, and finally, to define the roles of each team member, making sure students have equal responsibilities. All these steps will be clearly developed in the following section.
Planning group work
In order to get successful group work in foreign language classes, Brown (2001) suggests a series of steps in which the teacher should always 1. INTRODUCE THE TECHNIQUE: Students need a clear explanation of the activity they will carry out. Learners must know the topic, the number of members they will work with, the time allotted to make the activity, what their responsibilities are, the points they will obtain once the activity is finished, among others.
MODEL THE TECHNIQUE:
Once students have an idea of what they are supposed to do, the teacher should model or exemplify what students will do, if possible. Tasks like debates, discussions, or problem-solving situations cannot be modeled entirely, but at least it is the instructor's responsibility to make the main characteristics clear to students.
GIVE EXPLICIT INSTRUCTIONS:
Restating what Doff mentions before, instructions must be crystal-clear. They should be short, precise, and with simple words. If an instruction contains several steps, the teacher should highlight those steps by using roman numerals, letters, or numbers bold-faced and with a readable font size. In this way, students will notice the different parts of the activity, and the way they should complete it. Revista Electrónica "Actualidades Investigativas en Educación"
GIVE USEFUL EXPRESSIONS (GAMBITS): One of the most important aspects a teacher
should take into account when preparing an activity for group work is to think about all possible expressions students will need to carry out the activity. These expressions or gambits will force students to use English and to avoid the use of the mother tongue.
Some of these gambits are:
It's your turn. Toss / pass the dice.
Go back to start. Let's glue this piece here.
Draw a line from ____ to _____. Why don't we_______________? Switch the pictures. Don't cheat.
Give the scissors. Throw the dice again.
Change the card. This is wrong, Let's start again! These gambits must be explained and practiced before the activity starts. They should also be written down in a place where students can easily see them.
DIVIDE THE CLASS INTO GROUPS: It is a good idea to use a variety of grouping
techniques to make students work with different people every time a new activity is assigned.
Some ideas of grouping techniques will be presented at the end of this article.
6. ASSIGN ROLES: Even though students know their own abilities very well and can assign themselves their own roles, it would be a good idea if the teacher can say what every member of the group is responsible for. In this way lazy or irresponsible students would be forced to work hard and to participate as much as the other team members.
CHECK FOR CLARIFICATION: It is very important to verify if students have understood
what they have to do. One way of doing this is by asking learners to explain the instructions back.
SET THE TASK IN MOTION:
Once steps 1 to 7 have been completed, the teacher asks students to start the activity. end of the activity. Also, depending on the activity, this would be a nice moment to grade the students unnoticeably.
10. SET A TIME FOR DEBRIEFING AND FEEDBACK: This last step is fundamental to make an activity valuable. Students need to present and to share what they did. Sometimes, because of lack of time, teachers do not go through this step, but students do need to be rewarded and praised for what they did. They also need feedback to correct or reinforce certain weak areas. By doing general comments in relation to content, language use and discipline, learners will clearly see the main purpose of the activity.
Grouping techniques
Throughout years of teaching experience, I have noticed that language teachers make use of just a few ways of grouping students. One of the most common techniques is by giving numbers to students and then grouping them according to their numbers. Another one, which I consider the easiest one, is by asking students to get in trios or fours. I do not particularly see anything wrong with this; however, students love to group with their soul mates, and many times this turns out to be very disturbing and annoying.
In order to introduce a little bit of variety in the classroom and to group students at random, I suggest some techniques that I have created myself. I have also tried them out and have had very positive results in my English courses. These techniques are:
1. Using birth dates or zodiac signs. Ask students to stand up and ask their classmates when they were born or what their zodiac sign is. Ask students to group according to the month in which they were born or their zodiac sign. If there are many students grouped with the same birth month or zodiac sign, split them in two groups to have a manageable group size. It is important to notice that in this process of making students group, they are actually using the language and practicing important questions that sometimes are hard for them because of the grammatical structure.
2. Postcards / pictures /drawings. Take a postcard, picture or drawing and cut it in pieces with different shapes as to form a puzzle. The number of pieces will depend on the number of members wanted in the group. Also, the quantity of postcards, pictures or drawings will depend on the number of groups to be formed. Ask students to take one piece of the puzzle, Revista Electrónica "Actualidades Investigativas en Educación"
to stand up and to look for the rest of the pieces to form the puzzle back together. Once the students have put all the pieces together, they will form a group.
3. Pictures / drawings. If cutting and forming puzzles is too troublesome, just look for pictures or drawings that belong to the same category. For example, try to find pictures of birds, cats, butterflies, bears, cars, volcanoes, rivers, trees, etc. Ask students to take one picture and group with the other two or three that have the same picture category. A variation of this activity can be done with chocolates or candies in which students have to group according to the kind of chocolate or candy they have. Although this activity may sound childish, grownups and adults love it, and they indeed have fun looking for their partners.
Words closely related in meaning (synonyms / antonyms). Look for words that have
been previously explained and studied in class and use them as a grouping technique.
Synonyms or antonyms can either be used. Give each student a piece of paper with the word written down and ask him/her to stand up and look for two or three synonyms or antonyms of the word he/she has. Once the student has found his two or three partners, they sit down and start working on the assigned task. This grouping technique will look like this: that have been studied in class and divide them in two, three or four parts. Again, the number of parts will correspond to the size of the group. Give each student a piece of paper with one part of the proverb and ask him/her to look for the rest to complete the proverb. This is a nice way of reviewing proverbs and vocabulary that students sometimes forget and of helping them internalize linguistic aspects of a foreign language. This activity will look like this:
1. having troublemakers sitting together in the same group. It is a good idea to choose readings that preferably contain subtitles or subtopics. Just prepare small slips of paper with the subtopics or subtitles of the reading. If you want groups of four, you will write one subtopic on four slips of paper and students with that subtopic will have to sit and work together. Once groups are formed, students will have to answer some questions about the subtopic used to group them together, to explain the main ideas of that subtopic, and to prepare a short presentation about that subtopic to the rest of the class. In this way, all groups will be presenting something different and they will have to pay attention to their classmates to make sense of the complete reading. By doing this activity, the teacher will change the dynamics of the class by allowing students to present the reading, instead of having a teacher-fronted discussion, and will give all students the opportunity to say something about the reading. 
Revista Electrónica "Actualidades Investigativas en Educación"
One important aspect that teachers have to remember when putting these ideas into practice is that everything teachers use as grouping techniques has to be previously studied and explained during class time. It would be a total failure if teachers use words, concepts, or expressions to group students if they do not know what they mean. The main idea of these grouping techniques is not just grouping students, but reviewing language aspects creatively.
Conclusion
One of the main aspects that human beings have to learn to deal with as they grow up and participate in society is to work in groups. As language teachers, we cannot leave this aspect aside; on the contrary, we have to incorporate it in our classes and teach students to get the best out of it. Despite the great intentions of teachers to make students talk and participate more in foreign language classes, they sometimes fall short of their goal because of time constraints and fall into the routine of teacher-fronted classes. As Kramsch (1992) states "traditional forms of classroom interaction need to be reassessed in the light of the new language to help learners move from institutional productivity to productive conviviality" (p.28). Group work helps students and teachers to bridge the gap between input and output.
In other words, students show what they have learned by playing and using language with their peers. They also have the chance to have a small piece of reality in their classes by negotiating, turn-taking, suggesting, and getting to a final result. This is what human beings do every day, so why don't we bring that into our languages classes too? 
